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ABSTRACT
Student Engagement at the University of Mississippi
(Under the direction of Dr. Amy Wells, Ph D.)
This thesis describes student engagement patterns for the University of
Mississippi and analyzes those patterns to identify possible positive and negative
educational trends at the University. A review of scholarly literature addressing
student engagement and the National Survey of Student Engagement (NSSE)
survey provides additional context for understanding the importance of this work
and analyzing the findings. The review of scholarly literature seeks to define
student engagement and discusses the importance of student engagement. The
review of scholarly literature also seeks to explain NSSE and its attempt to
measure levels of student engagement at institutions of higher education. The
review of scholarly literature pertaining to NSSE also includes a critic of the
survey. The institutional analysis draws from the University of Mississippi’s
NSSE reports from 2006, 2007, 2008, and 2009 which are made available on the
University’s Office of Institutional Research and Assessment website. The
analysis indicates that overall, the University of Mississippi appears to have more
areas of strengths than areas of weakness in the University’s programs and
activities.

The analysis concludes that thirty NSSE items show a positive

educational trend. These thirty items represent six different survey content areas.
The analysis reveals that only five items indicate a negative educational trend.
These five items represent two different survey content areas.
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INTRODUCTION TO THE STUDY

I

Overview
An emphasis on accountability for student learning has prodded colleges
and universities to ask new questions about the quality of students’ experiences.
These questions go beyond the classroom and seek to measure what students do
both in.and out of class that makes the students’ college experience positive and
educational. In order to answer these questions, colleges and universities must
determine:

1) How do we know if students are learning and having good academic
experiences?

2) How do college and universities know if their academic programs and campus
environments are positive for students?

For some time, colleges and universities wanted answers to these questions but
have not known how to properly answer them. In the meantime, researchers have
struggled to develop ways to provide these answers for colleges and universities
across the nation by focusing on the concept we call student engagement.

Purpose of study
This thesis sought to explore the concept of student engagement and one
of its common survey instruments used by many colleges and universities, the
National Survey of Student Engagement(NSSE). To begin my study, I conducted

a review of scholarship on student engagement and the NSSE survey. In this
review, I sought to define student engagement and to address common aspects of
this concept. Also, I reviewed the NSSE survey, including a scholarly critic of
the instrument, and sought to explain the components of the survey. Finally, I
performed a qualitative analysis of the University of Mississippi’s NSSE survey
results and extracted points of interest for the University from this data.

Significance of study
As colleges and universities become more enrollment driven, student
engagement success and retention has grown in importance. It is believed that if
students are more engaged in educationally purposeful activities then they will be
more successful and persist at their current institutions until graduation (Chen,
Kuh, & Laird, 2008). This study of student engagement at the University of
Mississippi is significant due to its implications for the University of Mississippi,
which, as an enrollment-driven institution, looks to enrollment dollars as a
significant source of funds. This study may also serve as a stepping stone for
further research into how the University of Mississippi’s students describe the
university’s programs and activities on the University’s NSSE reports.

Goals of study
The goal of the study is to explore the levels of engagement University of
Mississippi students have reported on the University of Mississippi’s NSSE
reports, and also to identify trends and potential cireas or strengths and weaknesses
3

in the University of Mississippi’s engagement practices. In order to accomplish
this goal, I provide a qualitative analysis of the University of Mississippi s NSSE
reports from the years 2006, 2007, 2008, and 2009. This analysis is intended to
provide the preliminary information necessary to being a campus wide dialogue
about the University of Mississippi’s student engagement levels. This analysis
will include the identification of observed patterns in the University of
Mississippi’s NSSE data and will provide possible explanations for the observed
trends. The information gathered regarding observed trends, while limited, can
then be used in future research of the University of Mississippi’s NSSE reports.

Research questions
There were six research questions addressed in this study:
1)
2)
3)
4)

What is student engagement and why is it important?
How does NSSE attempt to measure student engagement?
What are some of the strengths and weaknesses of the NSSE survey?
What levels of engagement have University of Mississippi students reported over
time, and how do University of Mississippi students compare to students at peer
institutions?

5) What trends in responses can be identified and what areas are potential strengths
and weaknesses in the University of Mississippi's reports?
6) Wliat suggestions can be given for future research, policy, and practice for the
University of Mississippi?

The review of scholarly literature attempts to answer the first three of
these research questions, while the qualitative analysis of the University of
Mississippi’s NSSE reports attempts to answer the final three research questions.

4

Overview of methodology
To begin this study, I conducted a review of scholarly literature to better
define my abstract understanding of the concept of student engagement. In this
review, I attempted to define student engagement, its importance to universities
and colleges, and how it has been used in previous studies. After reviewing
scholarly literature on the concept of student engagement, I then began a review
of scholarly literature concerning the NSSE survey. In this review, I attempted to
define the purpose of the survey, it components, and to review criticisms made
against the NSSE survey. The review of scholarly literature consumed the fall
semester of 2009.

After returning for the spring 2010 semester, I began my analysis of the
University of Mississippi’s NSSE reports. To conduct this analysis, I used
information made available to the public from the Office of Institutional Research
and Assessment at the University of Mississippi. The previous four years of
NSSE reports for the University of Mississippi were used to perform a qualitative.
descriptive analysis of levels of engagement reported by University of Mississippi
students.

My analysis of the University of Mississippi’s NSSE reports was
conducted by comparing the first year and senior year means reported by the
University of Mississippi students to the means reported by students from our
Southern University Group(SUG)institutions and Carnegie peer groups. In this
way, I reviewed the data for observations of significant difference in the levels of
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engagement reported within the four years of NSSE data. I specifically searched
for items where the levels of significant difference changed from previous years.

In order to analyze this data set, I separated the means into three distinct
categories. The first of these categories was questions where the University of
Mississippi has shown consistent levels of significant difference from peer
groups. The second of these categories were those questions were the University
of Mississippi has consistently shown no levels of significant difference in data
from peer groups. The final category was those questions where the University
has shown variance, whether positive or negative, in reported levels of significant
difference.

The final step to my analysis was to evaluate the effect size of those
questions where the University of Mississippi has shown consistent levels of
significant difference from peer groups. From this analysis, I determined whether
these levels of significant difference pointed to the conclusion that the University
of Mississippi was displaying a positive educational trend or a negative
educational trend.

Delimitations

The delimitations found in this study stem from the confinement of the
study to existing data which was provided from the Office of Institutional
Research and Assessment on the University of Mississippi’s website. I used only
this information to conduct my study and I performed no additional statistical
6

analysis on the data provided. I also did not conduct any additional research, such
as interviews of students or faculty, to enhance the information gained from the
Institutional Research and Assessment database.

A further delimitation of the

study stems for the amount of analysis I conducted on the four years of NSSE
reports. I conducted an analysis on the University of Mississippi’s overall means
only. The NSSE reports also provide means for individual schools within the
University of Mississippi. Due to the scope of the project, I did not conduct a
qualitative analysis on the individual school means.

Limitations of the study
The data in this study was limited by several factors inherent to the source
of the information. One such limitation, which is inherent to self-reported data,
is the accuracy in such data. Since the questions ask for respondents to answer
questions regarding events that have occurred in the past or may occur in the
future, we have errors that may stem from the fact that the respondents over or
underestimate certain activity levels. Another limitation in this study stems from
the fact that this survey is administered online with no interaction with the
respondent.

Therefore, researchers cannot be sure if the respondent truly

understood what the question was asking. Researchers also cannot be sure that all
of the respondents were interpreting the questions and answers in the same
manner.

A final limitation to this study is that I may have tainted my

interpretations of the data with my thoughts about my own experiences at the
University of Mississippi. As a student of the Honors College who has lived on
7

campus for my entire undergraduate career, my experiences in and out of class
may have been very different from those of my peers who participated in the
NSSE survey. These differences could have affected the way I interpreted the
difference in means shown in the University of Mississippi’s NSSE reports. In
addition to the previous limitations discussed, this study was also limited by the
small number of NSSE reports that has been conducted at the University of
Mississippi.

Organization of the report
This thesis is divided into five parts.

The introduction addresses the

study’s purpose, methods, limitations, and organization. The conclusion provides
summary comments and recommendations for future studies.

Section I provides a review of scholarly literature of student engagement.
It attempts to provide the necessary background information needed to fully
understand the implications of the NSSE survey and other measures of student
engagement.

Section II seeks to introduce the NSSE survey in greater detail. In this
section the purpose of NSSE is discussed, as well as information on the creation,
reliability, and use of NSSE results.

Section III delves into the University of Mississippi’s NSSE reports and
seeks to provide information on observed trends within these reports.

8

This

analysis is aimed at creating a baseline for future

research projects involving

University of Mississippi NSSE reports.
SECTION I:
Scholarly Literature Reviewing Student Engagement and

9

Survey Concepts

What is student engagement?
Student engagement has been the subject of many studies throughout the years.
Examples include the study “A Longitudinal Assessment of College Student Engagement in
Good Practices in Undergraduate Education”(Koljatic & Kuh, 2001), the study “Educational
Expenditures and Student Engagement: When Does Money Matter?” (Hayek, Kuh, Pike, &
Smart, 2006), and the study “Student Engagement and Student Learning: Testing the
Linkages” (Carini, Klein, & Kuh, 2006), as well as many other studies. These studies have
attempted to link the level of specific student activities with various desirable outcomes. A
primary concern found in these studies is the lack of a concrete definition of student
engagement. Many articles that attempt to use student engagement data also include a
portion of the article dedicated to defining student engagement as used for the specific
purpose of the respective study. While researchers vary slightly in their definitions of
student engagement, the consensus found in the articles is that student engagement involves a
combination of the learning opportunities provided by an institution and the extent to which
students take advantage of these opportunities; i.e. the student’s levels of participation in
certain educational practices or activities.

Student engagement defined

Cruce, Gonyea, Kinzie, Kuh and Shoup (2008) define student engagement as “both
the time and energy students invest in educationally purposeful activities and the effort
10

institutions devote to using effective educational purposes (p. 542). This definition is
broken down into its two key components by Chen, Kuh, and Laird (2008). The first of these
components is related to the students’ habits, both academic and social. These habits include
the amount of time and effort that students put forth in their studies. They also include the
amount of effort the student expends on other activities and experiences associated with the
outcomes that bring about student success. The second component of student engagement
relates to institutional practices and resource allocation. Specifically, the second component
is “how the institution allocates resources and organizes learning opportunities and services
to induce students to participate in and benefit from these activities” (p. 87).

The

institutional characteristics that have been shown to be the more important factors
influencing student engagement are policies that emphasize the importance of undergraduate
education and widespread use of promising educational practices such as learning
communities.

Building on these two definitions of student engagement another important
component of student engagement is provided in Coates’s article, “The Value of Student
Engagement for Higher Education Quality Assurance,

Coates (2005) stated that “the

concept of student engagement is based on the assumption that a student’s learning is
influenced by how the individual participates in educationally purposeful activities” (p. 26).
According to this assumption, student engagement is a “joint-proposition,” which depends on
the institutions providing students with the opportunity to participate in educationally
purposeful activities and students taking advantage of these opportunities. Thus, according
to Coates, student engagement does consist of both student and institutional habits, but that it
is ultimately focused on students and their involvement.
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The importance of student engagement
Despite the slightly different interpretations of the definition of student engagement,
researchers appear to agree that student engagement is important because it has been shown
through numerous studies to contribute to the success of students and to the development of
skills that are necessary for students to be successful in an increasing volatile and complex
world. For example, according to Cruce et al. (2008) the long-term benefits of earning a
bachelor’s degree have included “cognitive, social, and economic benefits to individuals” (p.
540). This phenomena is due to the fact that “what students do during college counts more in
terms of what they learn and whether they will persist in college compared to their
background characteristics or where they go to college”(Chen, Kuh, and Laird, 2008, p. 86).
The compensatory effect associated with high levels of student engagement has been cited as
a one of student engagement’s important benefits. Studies of this compensatory effect
suggest that those students who enter college less advantaged than their peers have been
shown to benefit more through high levels of student engagement (Chen, Kuh, & Laird,
2008).

This is an especially important consideration for those institutions with high

populations of disadvantaged students.

Another important quality that makes student engagement data especially useful for
institutions involves its use in institutional research and assessment. For example, when
student engagement data is combined with other relevant data, the combination can help to
create a unique picture of what students and institutions are doing to create desired student
outcomes, providing indicators of an institution’s performance (Kuh, 2005). This data is
especially useful because it can be used by faculty and administrators to create immediate
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action plans for improvement in the quality of the educational programs and activities
provided by an institution(Kuh, 2005).

One of the most important benefits of high student engagement levels is the
persistence rates of students. Numerous studies have found that when students participate in
activities that require a high level of student engagement, they are more likely to succeed and
persist until graduation.

As postsecondary institutions become more dependent upon

enrollment for meeting budgetary obligations, areas that address students’ persistence in
attaining degrees gains more importance. After decades of research on how colleges can
increase the chances that students will persist until graduation, the research has suggested
that student engagement is a promising area of focus for enhancing student retention (Chen,
Kuh,& Laird, 2008).

Student engagement levels also serve as an indication of what specific types of
activities are effective at helping institutions achieve their desired levels of persistence, as
was seen in the study by Cruce et al. (2008).

This study was conducted by several

researchers and aimed to tie certain student activities and the levels at which students were
engaged in these activities with the persistence rates of first year students. This focus on first
year retention is especially important as institutions become more enrollment-dollar driven.
The importance of first year retention has grown due to the fact that it has been shown that
those students who begin at an institution contribute more money overall to the University
than students that transfer in later in their college careers (Johnson, 2010).

In recent years, student engagement levels have begun to serve as an indication of the
quality of higher education institution.

Quality assurance measures are important for
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institutions for several reasons. First, they are used for prospective students to help them
choose between different institutions and different courses of study within institutions.
Secondly, they aid administrators in the monitoring and improvement of their courses and
programs. Quality assurance measures also assist in benchmarking for institutions and the
successful marketing of the institution to outside benefactors. Finally, quality assurance
measures help determine funding, policy development, and accountability standards set by
outside bodies regarding an institution (Coates, 2005).

Which students are more engaged?

One of the key components of any study addressing student engagement, is the
question “Who is being engaged?” Kuh (2003) provided insight into which types of students
are usually more engaged in educationally purposeful activities,

According to the list

presented by Kuh (2003) there are seven classes of students who are more likely to
demonstrate high levels of student engagement. The seven groups of students described are,
“women, full-time students, students living on campus, native students, learning community
students, international students, and students with diversity experience”(p. 27). Beyond this
list of the seven specific types of students, Kuh also presented information on which types of
institutions are more likely to have high levels of student engagement throughout their
student population. One key characteristic of highly engaged institutions is the size of the
student population; it is generally true that those students from smaller schools are generally
more engaged than their counterparts at larger institutions(Kuh, 2003).
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In a recent article written by Ben Terris (2009), information was presented regarding
the levels of student engagement that are typically seen in transfer students. In his article,
“Transfer Students are less likely to take Part in ‘High Impact’ Activities,” he discussed two
distinct classes of transfer students. “Vertical” transfers, those who are moving from a junior
college to a four-year institution, and “Horizontal” transfers, those who are moving from one
four-year institution to another four-year institution. Overall, both types of transfer students
were found to engage less in high impact activities than those students who began at an
institution as first-year students. Out of the two classes of transfer students, those students
who are classified as “horizontal” transfers were found to be engaged more than those who
were classified as “vertical” transfers. However, the horizontal transfers were less satisfied
with their experiences than were those students who transferred from community or junior
colleges (Terris, 2009). The relationship between transfer students and their reported levels
of student engagement is an interesting area to consider and more research is likely to be
done on this subject.

Studies using student engagement data

There are several studies that have been performed using student engagement data to
measure desired outcomes and the relationship between levels of specific types of student
engagement and the levels at which the desired outcomes are achieved by students. One such
study by Hu, Kuh, and Li( 2008) measured the effects of a student’s engagement in inquirybased activities, such as study-faculty research, and determined that this type of engagement
leads to an increase in desired outcomes among students. This study also presented many
15

questions that are yet to be conclusively answered by existing studies and literature.
According to the authors, there are still areas where more research needs to be conducted.
For example, one area lacking exploration includes the effect of inquiry-based activities on
the less cognitive areas of development, such as psychosocial development. Another of these
areas is how different background characteristics affect the level of benefit received from
engaging in inquiry-based activities. The different background characteristics that may be
studied include the racial classification of a student, the socio-economic level of the student.
and past academic performance of the student.

Futhermore, this study by Hu, Kuh, and Li(2008) attempted to answer some of these
questions using data obtained from the College Students Experience Questionnaire (CSEQ).
More specifically the study examined how participation in inquiry-based activities affects
levels of self-reported gains in the areas including the previously understudied area of
personal development and how the effects of inquiry-oriented activities differ for students of
various backgrounds. The study concluded that effects of engagement in inquiry-based
activities was a conditional outcome, with those students who came to college with grades
consisting of mostly A’s participating and benefitting more from this type of engagement,
and also that regardless of background characteristics all students seemed to benefit to some
extent from participation in inquiry-based learning activities (p. 78). Based on these findings
the study concluded that participation in inquiry-oriented experiences does appear to be
linked to desired educational outcomes and thus is an area to be considered when designing
programs to improve the undergraduate experience(Hu, Kuh,& Li, 2008).
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Engagement at other institutions

Throughout the nation, many universities are utilizing information on student
engagement to create plans to better engage their students and increase their participation in
educationally purposeful activities. For example, Kuh (2007) provided examples of different
institutions and the first-year experience courses being offered to increase engagement in
their student populations.

The first of these examples comes from Winston-Salem State

University, a historically black institution with programs up to the master’s level (WinstonSalem State University, 2010). At Winston-Salem, first year students and transfer students
with less than thirty hours of credit are required to enroll in a new-student adjustment course.
The sections of the courses cater to specific majors or to those students who are undecided.
Another example provided by the author was California State University Monterey Bay
(CSUMB). CSUMB is an institution which “emphasizes access to quality higher education
for traditional underserved and low-income population” (Iguban, 2008). At this institution,
freshmen students are required to join a freshmen-year experience seminar. As a requirement
of this class, all students complete an individual learning plan that is meant to aid them
throughout their undergraduate experience. A final example provided by Kuh (2007) comes
from the University of Texas El Paso. The University of Texas El Paso is rated by the
Carnegie Foundation as a Doctoral/Research University-Intensive Institution and has a
student population that is 75% Mexican-American (University of Texas El Paso, 2010). At
the University of Texas El Paso, students are required to take University 1301, which is
aimed at making the transition to college a smoother process(Kuh, 2007).

In addition to first-year experience courses, institutions take additional steps to
promote student engagement (Kuh, 2007). These steps include establishing networks for
17

early warning assistance.

An example of such a network comes from George Mason

University, an institutional which in nationally reputed for many of its undergraduate and
graduate degree programs (George Mason University, 2009).

At George Mason, the

academic advising office monitors student’s midterm reports and makes it a point to contact
those students with low grades. Another example of an initiative which networks teachers
and other offices throughout the campus comes from Fayetteville State University, which
offers undergraduate and graduate degrees to a growing population of diverse students
(Fayetteville State University, 2010). At Fayetteville State, an Early Alert System networks
together all faculty that work with first-year students and creates a communication channel
for them to report and follow up on academic difficulties being experienced by the student
(Kuh, 2007).

Traditional quality measures

In the past, a variety of both qualitative and quantitative characteristics were used to
determine the quality of an institution. Examples of the quantitative characteristics which
were used for these quality measures included characteristics such as institutional resources,
quality of university staff, student progress rates, employment outcomes for previous
students, and levels of minority access. Examples of more qualitative measures which were
used to determine institutional quality included student performance on education and major
field tests, reputational ratings, and judgments made by accreditors.

Kuh (2003) discussed the value of reexamining these past quality measures in light of
the new information regarding the advantages of using student engagement data.
18

Also

Coates (2005) presented a brief overview of each of these past quality measures, along with
their weaknesses, and how student engagement data can be used to correct for many of these
weaknesses.

The first of the traditional quality measures, institutional resources and reputation, are
said to be a highly popular measure, however there are faults with these two quality
measures. The main fault with using the level of resources that an institution possesses as a
quality measure was summed up by Kuh (2002) when he stated that impressive resources and
a good reputation do not necessarily mean that students are taking advantage of the
opportunities offered that engage them in authentic learning (p. 24).

The main fault cited

with using an institution’s reputation as a quality measure is the fact that an institution’s
reputation is based on many factors, such as history, traditions, location, and past
performance- factors which are indirectly related to student learning (Coates, 2005).

The second quality measure commonly used to compare different institutions is the
quality of the teaching at each institution. The major flaw with this quality measure is that it
only takes into account the quality of the teaching and ignores the quality of learning
experienced by students. Another limitation with this measure is that it only considers the
work done within the classroom setting and ignores most of the out-of-class experiences that
students have (Coates, 2005).

Another quality measure used traditionally is the level of student progress, such as
pass/fail rates. The main fault found with this measure is that it does not take into account
what causes the levels of progress. While high quality could be the cause of high progression
levels, other causes could be undesirable factors such as low academic standards. Also using
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student progress rates as a quality measure does not take into account how well students have
actually done. A student who has barely passed is counted the same as a student at the top of
the class (Coates, 2005).

The final quality measure discussed is using the employment levels of past students.
The main issue with this measure is that it again leaves out many factors that influence the
hiring rates of previous students that are not related to actual learning. For example, many
students right out of college are hired by family or through other connections that have little
relation to the quality of education and learning received by the student(Coates, 2005).

Since extensive study of student engagement data has begun, it has been found to
measure the same outcomes at the previously mentioned measures but to do so with less bias
and with more information about the actual students and their experiences, not the institution
itself (Coates, 2005).

The main advantage cited by Coates is that student engagement

provides information on what students are actually doing. Student engagement data provides
“objective data on what students are actually doing to work with, instead of assumptions”(p.
32). However, Coates stressed that student engagement is not a replacement for traditional
quality measures, but rather a tool to be used to balance the biases found in the traditional
quality measures. Coates also stressed that there is a lot of work to be done, if student
engagement is to become a common quality measure. Specifically, Coates explained or
argued that work must be done to standardize the approach for measuring and interpreting
reports of student engagement levels (Coates, 2005).
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Challenges with developing accurate measures of student engagement

One of the first problems encountered with the accurate measurement of student
engagement levels was the development of useful quality measures. In order for the quality
measures to be considered accurate predictors of student engagement levels, researchers were
challenged to provide “direct evidence of student achievement, growth, and development.
(Koljatic & Kuh, 2001, p. 352).

There are several problems associated with the creation of reliable measures in any
study and these problems are especially troublesome in studies dealing with student
engagement levels. Ewell and Jones, as cited by Koljatic and Kuh (2001), summarized the
challenges with the development of quality measures. These challenges included the high
development costs, the lack of agreement about the correct outcomes to study, difficulty in
creating a realistic way to measure outcomes, and difficulty in insuring that the indicators are
actually linked to the actions being observed (Koljatic & Kuh,2001).

Wavs to measure student engagement
Over the years many different indicators have been used to measure the level of
student engagement at institutions of higher education. The most well-known indicator is
“the seven principles for good practices in undergraduate education” which were developed
by Chickering and Gamson(Chen, Kuh,& Laird, 2008).
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The Seven Principles for Good Practice in Undergraduate Education:
By: Chickering and Gamson
1) Student-faculty contact
2) Cooperation among students
3) Active learning
4) Prompt feedback
5) Time on task
6) High expectations
7) Respect for diverse talents and ways of learning

Other measures of student engagement that have been developed and used have
included work presented by J. Braxton (2006). Braxton as cited in Cruce et al (2008) used
the idea of focusing on the eight domains of student engagement. The eight domains used by
Braxton when measuring institutional quality were “academic attainment, acquisition of
general education, development of academic competence, development of cognitive skills
and intellectual dispositions, occupational attainment, preparation for adulthood and
citizenship, personal accomplishments, and personal development”(p. 541).

Another alternative set of measures was developed by Kuh, Kinzie, Buckley, Bridges,
and Hayek (2007). The student engagement measures presented by these authors included a
focus on a student’s “academic achievement, engagement in educationally purposeful
activities, satisfaction, acquisition of desired knowledge, skills and competencies,
persistence, attainment of educational objectives, and post-college performance” (as cited in
Cruce et al.(2008, p. 541).
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Techniques for collecting student engagement data

Many techniques have been used over the years to collect and measure student
engagement levels. The most common of these techniques is to survey students, asking them
questions relating to their levels of engagement.

These surveys are usually created to

measure one or more of Chickering and Gamson’s Seven Principles for Good Practices in
Undergraduate Education (Chen, Kuh, & Laird, 2008). Examples of such surveys include
the College Students Experience Questionnaire (CSEQ), the Higher Education Research
Institution (HERI), a research center hosted by the University of California, Los Angeles’
(UCLA) graduate school, and the NSSE(Kuh & Schroeder, 2003). Alternative methods for
collecting student engagement data that have been suggested include the use of daily diaries
which document students’ specific behaviors and activities on a day to day basis, rather than
a general overview of a student’s memory of past behaviors and activities collected on a
long-term basis (Schmidt, 2009).

When studying student engagement levels, most instruments will include at least one
of the most common five sets of variables which are presented in Cruce et al.(2008).

Five Most Common Sets of Variables for Measuring Student Engagement Levels
1) Student background characteristics including demographics and pre-college
academic and other experiences
2) Institutional structural characteristics such as mission, size, and selectivity
3) Students’ interactions with faculty and staff members and peers
4) Student perceptions of the learning environment
5) Students’ Quality of effort devoted to educationally purposeful activities

Reliable surveys
One of the key questions to ask when using data from instruments such as selfreported surveys is: how reliable is the information gathered?
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According to Kuh and

Umbach (2004) and Carini, Klein, and Kuh (2006), there are five conditions the must be
present for self-reports to be considered highly valid (Carini, Klein, & Kuh, 2006; Kuh &
Umbach, 2004)

1)
2)
3)
4)
5)

. 5 Conditions of Highly Reliable Self-reports
The information requested is known to the respondents
The questions are phrased clearly and unambiguously
The questions refer to recent activities
The respondents think the questions merit a serious and thoughtful response
Answering the questions does not threaten, embarrass, or violate the privacy of
the respondent or encourage the respondent to respond in socially desirable ways

According to founder, George Kuh, the National Survey of Student Engagement has been
tailored to meet these five conditions (Schmidt, 2009).
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SECTION II:

Scholarly Review of NSSE
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The National Survey of Student Engagement(NSSE)
NSSE began in 1999 and started with 70 colleges in a pilot survey. As of spring
2009, NSSE has grown to include 643 colleges in the spring 09 administration of the survey.
Since NSSE’s inception in 1999, over 1200 different colleges have administered the survey
(Baker & Tweedy,2010).

NSSE is a survey that builds on previous college surveys such as the CSEQ and the
HERI UCLA survey. NSSE is administered to freshmen and senior students and aims to
assess the levels of student engagement that the students have experienced in the five
benchmark areas of student engagement. The purpose of NSSE is to provide a new way to
think about collegiate quality based on these five benchmarks(Kuh & Schroeder, 2003).

Five Benchmarks of Student Engagement Addressed by NSSE
1)
2)
3)
4)
5)

Level of Academic Challenge
Active and Collaborative Learning
Student Interactions with Faculty Members
Supportive Campus Environment
Enriching Educational Experiences

NSSE seeks insights into these five benchmark areas through the survey. The College
Student Report, which “questions students about their experiences in four areas: (1) the
amount of time and effort devoted to various in-class and out-of-class activities; (2)
participation in enriching educational activities; (3) gains in personal and educational
development; and (4) perceptions of the college environment”(Kuh & Umbach,2004, p. 39).
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NSSE attempts to study student engagement levels in the five benchmark areas and
provides data to be used to make relative comparisons between different sets of students and
their engagement levels and institutions (Schmidt, 2009). In order to gain the information
necessary to determine the levels of student engagement present at an institution,“NSSE asks
students to estimate the progress they have experienced during their college years in a variety
of areas”(Gonyea & Kuh, 2006, p. 44). To gain the students’ estimations of progress, NSSE
surveys participating students in 14 content areas of questions relating to student engagement
with a total of 85 individual items. The fourteen content areas vary in the amount of
individual items contained and in the measurement used for the items.
The first of these is “Academic and Intellectual Experiences, This section contains
the largest number of individual items, with a total of twenty-two items which attempt to
measure how often students have participated in specific academic experiences (e.g. made a
class presentation, worked with classmates outside of class to prepare class assignments^ and
tutored or taught other students) during the current school year. The second section of the
NSSE survey is entitled “Mental Activities,” and contains five individual items. These five
items attempt to measure how much a student’s coursework has emphasized mental
activities, such as memorizing, synthesizing, and applying theories during the current school
year. The third section, “Reading and Writing” also contains five individual items, which
measure how much reading and writing the participant has done during the current school
year. The fourth section of the NSSE survey is entitled “Problem Sets” and contains only
two individual items. The two items in this section attempt to measure how many problem
sets are completed by the student in a typical week. The fifth section, “Examinations” only
contains one item. The one item asks students how much their examinations during the
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current year have challenged them to do their best work. The sixth section of the survey is
entitled “Additional Collegiate Experiences,

The section contains six individual items

which measure how many times during the current school year the student has participated in
additional activities, such as physical fitness activities or attending cultural events. The
seventh section is entitled “Enriching Educational Experiences” and contains eight individual
items. The section about the student’s participation or plans for participating in activities
such as study abroad, capstone courses, or undergraduate research.

The eighth section,

“Quality of Relationships” asks students to mark the level of support that best represents the
quality of the participants’ relationships with other students, faculty, and staff. The ninth
section of the survey, “Time Usage,” contains seven individual items. The items in this
section measure how much time the student spends working for pay, commuting, or
socializing, for example, in a typical week. The tenth section, “Institutional Environment,”
also contains seven individual items. The items measure certain characteristics of the
campus gathering environment in relation to the student. This includes perspectives on social
and academic support, technology, and climate for diversity. The eleventh section entitled
Educational and Personal Growth” contains sixteen individual items. The sixteen items
attempt to measure the extent to which the student’s experience at the institution has
contributed to the student’s knowledge, skills, and personal development. The twelfth
section, “Academic Advising,” contains only one item. This item measures the student’s
overall satisfaction with the academic advising provided by the institution. The thirteenth
section. Satisfaction,” also contains only one item. The item asks to the student to evaluate
their entire educational experience provided by the institution. The fourteenth and final
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section asks the student if they could begin again, would they choose to attend the same
institution.

Content Areas and Number of Individual Items on NSSE Survey
Content Area
Title of Content Area
Number of individual items
1
22
Academic and Intellectual Experiences
2
Mental Activities
5
3
5
Reading and Writing
4
Problem Sets
2
5
1
Examinations
6
6
Additional Collegiate Experiences
7
8
Enriching Educational Experiences
8
3
Quality of Relationships
9
7
Time Usage
7
10
Institutional Environment
11
Educational and Personal Growth
16
1
12
Academic Advising
1
13
Satisfaction
14*
1
*Content Area 14 has no title

In a typical NSSE sampling an equal number of first-year and senior students are
selected to participate in the survey. The size of the sample is determined by the number of
undergraduate students enrolled at the institution(Kuh & Laird, 2005). At the University of
Mississippi the typical number of students surveyed is around 1281, with an average of 553
first-year students and 728 senior-year students per year. In the University’s previous reports
the following number of students responded to the survey.

Number of University of Mississippi Students Responding to NSSE
2006
2007 ^
2008
2009
581
485
580
566
First-year students
811
671
758
673
Senior-year students
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Flaws with NSSR
Several flaws with NSSE have been cited over the years,

The most recent

information regarding perceived flaws with NSSE was released in a paper by Professor
Stephen Porter of Iowa State University (2009). The main argument of Porter’s paper was
that NSSE “has very limited validity for its intended purposes and that researchers and
institutions must adopt a new approach to surveying college students” (Porter, 2009). Chief
among Porter’s complaints were that NSSE asks many questions that are of dubious
relevance, are too vague for the answers to be meaningful, or fail to take into account
shortcomings in human memory and difficulties in measuring attitudes.

Alexander

McCormick, director of NSSE, argued that the creators of NSSE have determined that
students have similar interpretations of the survey’s questions, that NSSE generally could tell
when students had difficulty understanding the question by looking at the number of students
who had skipped over a question, and also that the purpose of NSSE was not to quantify in
exact numbers the occurrence of certain behaviors, but to make relative comparisons between
different sets of students and institutions. Mr. McCormick did agree with Porter on the
problems with questions which attempt to measure attitudes, but counters that NSSE restricts
the use of these questions for that exact reason (Schmidt, 2009).

Other flaws with NSSE that have been presented over the years include the flaw
described by Carini, Klein, and Kuh (2006). These authors argue that even though NSSE has
been designed to meet the five principles to ensure validity, this does not necessarily mean
that the questions actually ask about behaviors that are linked to desired outcomes.

Fullagar and Steele (2008) presented several more flaws with NSSE. The first of
these flaws included the fact that NSSE is too broad in scope and may leave out relevant
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data. The second flaw identified by the researchers is that NSSE is a survey of student
educational experiences more than it is a theoretical explanation of student engagement. This
means that it does not actually provide a useful definition of student engagement, but rather
gives a look at experiences that relate to engagement in an abstract form (Fullagar & Steele,
2008).

In addition to the flaws with self-reported data that are presented above, self-reported
data also has several limitations that are inherent to the type of information these questions
provide. While these limitations in and of themselves do not necessarily create flaws in the
data, the limitations must be accounted for when studying the data. Limitations in the selfreported data presented in NSSE include the fact that the survey only provides a snapshot in
time, and if data were used from a different year the results could vary. Another limitation in
the NSSE data is the fact that the survey is very limited in its scope, and may omit important
aspects of student engagement(Hayek, Kuh,Pike, & Smart, 2006)

Studies involving NSSE data
Numerous studies have been done through the years to measure student engagement
and since the inception of NSSE it has been the tool that has provided data for a variety of
these studies. Examples of studies that have been conducted using NSSE data include
studies done by individual institutions, using only their data, and also studies conducted to
explore certain characteristics across many different institutions, using data from all the
participating institutions. The studies that have been done vary from institution to institution,
with Shulman (2007) having noted that every institution is going to have a unique story to
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tell and that the story that the institution decides to present is what will ultimately determine
how the institution will use their student engagement data(Shulman, 2007).

In a 2001 study using NSSE data, Mladen Koljatic and George Kuh used data
gathered by NSSE to attempt to determine the significance of the change in frequency reports
of certain educational practices for all NSSE survey respondents over a fifteen year period.
This study was aimed at measuring the change in frequency of student engagement in the
educational practices of faculty-student interaction, cooperation among students, and active
learning, since the original data on these three areas were collected in 1987. This study was
an extension of the earlier study done by Kuh and Vesper(1997) which attempted to measure
the change in the frequency of these three educational practices. The earlier study had found
no significant improvement in the frequency of the occurrence of the three good educational
practices. The follow-up study was attempting to determine whether if looked at over a
longer period of time, the change had become more significant or, if like the original study
found, there was no significant change in the frequency of reports of the three educational
practices. As in the earlier study, it was found that there was no significant change in the
frequency of the educational practices being studied (Koljatic & Kuh,2001).

In another study using NSSE data, George Kuh and Robert Gonyea (2006) attempted
to utilize data on student engagement for three items related to spirituality to explore
students’ levels of spirituality and the relationship to students’ participation in other
educational practices. The three survey items that were used in this study were the reported
levels of spiritual practices, interactions with diverse peers, and deep learning activities. This
study concluded that levels of spirituality do have a positive impact in most areas of
educationally purposeful activities.

However, at some institutions, specifically those
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institutions which are faith-based in origin, participation by students in areas of spirituality
are higher than the norm but the participation in other areas tends to be lower than those
levels at non-secular institutions.

In 2004 a study by Kuh and Laird (2005), NSSE data was used to measure the
relationship between students’ use of information technology and their engagement in other
aspects of student engagement. On the positive side, the study found that most students do
use information technology to enhance their studies and that this type of technology is often
used to enhance other areas of student engagement. However, the study also found that
many students have misused information technology at some point (Kuh & Laird, 2005).
This study provided useful insight on the use of information technology and gave a good
example of how NSSE data can be used to measure student engagement in a particular area
and the relationships between different areas of student engagement.

Another brief study conducted which attempted to measure the effect of technology
on student engagement was conducted by Bridget Arend in 2004. In this study, Arend
discussed the increased contact between students and faculty through electronic means, such
as email, noting the increased ease that students report in communicating with other campus
staff members, such as advisers and campus organizations. While Arend cited these changes
as benefits, she also expressed concern over the reports that students are using physical
resources less due to the ease of electronic access. Arend also considered it an issue that
despite the increased use of technology in educational activities, there is very little innovative
use of the technology, such as creating original music or using simulations software. Most
students are sticking with traditional uses, such as e-mail and personal use, of the
technological advantages provided by the increased access to electronics (Arend, 2004).
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In a study by Chen, Kuh, and Laird (2008)information about the types of engagement
activities institutions with high persistence rates make available on is discussed. This study
concluded that those institutions with higher than expected persistence levels have largely
focused on programs aimed at emphasizing the active involvement of students in academic
experiences, along with providing a high level of support for the student when they
experience problems in their academic endeavors. Examples of such programs included such
things as

summer bridge programs, first-year seminars, intensive orientation, learning

communities, and intrusive advising” (p, 95). These programs are designed to prepare the
students for what is to come in their academic careers and to help them develop the academic
skills necessary to survive and excel. No matter what approach is taken and which programs
are enacted by an institution, all efforts have two features in common. These two features are
“promoting student engagement in educationally purposeful activities outside the classroom,”
and a “focus on doing something to or for the student”(p. 95).

This study also suggested that it is beneficial for institutions to ensure that all
academic experiences enhance student engagement. It is not prudent for institutions to only
emphasize student engagement in a few classes or in a learning community. In order for this
emphasis to actually improve the student’s experience and increase the likelihood of
persistence, high levels of student engagement must be emphasized in all course offerings
according to Chen, Kuh, and Laird (2008).

These researchers also found that those

institutions with high levels of persistence have placed more emphasis on the social and
collaborative areas of learning. By placing a strong emphasis on these areas of learning.
institutions are recognizing and utilizing the fact that student learning is a naturally social
process.
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A 2003 study performed by George Kuh and Paul Umbach (2004) used data from the
NSSE survey in a more unique fashion. Instead of using information for NSSE to measure
the more concrete levels of engagement report in certain areas or to develop an understanding
of the relationship between different areas of engagement, their study attempted to explore
the more abstract relationship of engagement practices and character development.
Specifically this study sought to answer the questions: “(l)What experiences during college
are related to student self-reports of their character development? (2) Do some institutions
and institutional types differentially affect character development?” (p. 39). In order to
conduct this study, the researchers had to link specific areas of student engagement with the
shaping of student character.

For the purposes of the study, the activities that were

considered to shape character included participating in community service, volunteerism,
exposure to diversity in the classroom, and talking with students of different belief systems
and backgrounds whether racial, political, religious, or social. This study found that different
levels of character development were reported depending on the type of institutions, with the
highest reported levels of character development being from students at baccalaureate liberal
arts colleges.

In Cruce et al. (2008), the authors used data on three different measures from the
NSSE survey to “determine the relationship between key student behaviors and institutional
practices and conditions that foster student success” (p. 542). This study was different from
most of its counterparts in the fact that it attempted to measure the relationship at different
types of colleges. The study also attempted to determine the effects of engagement for those
students of different racial and ethnic backgrounds. The researchers used the data to answer
two questions regarding engagement and its effects on persistence and grades. The first of
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these questions was, “Does engagement during the first year of college have a significant
impact on first-year grade point average and chances of returning for a second year of
college?” The data collected to answer this question also took into account the effects of
students’ background characteristics. The second question explored was, “Are the effects of
engagement general or conditional?
conclusions:

After conducting this survey, the authors found two

First, student engagement in educationally purposeful activities is positively

related to academic outcomes as represented by first-year student grades and by persistence
between the first and second year of college.” The second finding revealed that “student
engagement has a compensatory effect on first-year grades and persistence to the second year
of college at the same institution” (p. 555). The second finding provided promising news
from those students from first generation and lower socio-economic backgrounds, suggesting
that for them, increased participation in educationally purposeful activities may help mitigate
the effects of background characteristics that place them at higher-risk for departure from
higher education.

Other institutions’ use of NSSE data

The ways in which NSSE data can be used by an institution are rich and how each
individual institution decides to use the information obtained from the NSSE survey depends
on the character of the institution and their unique qualities and goals. George Kuh (2005)
provided two brief stories of how two different institutions have used their NSSE data to
enact positive change in their educational environment.

36

first of these universities is Elon University. Elon began to enact effective
change im 1994 when it altered its course schedule to include a shift from the traditional
threecredit-hour courses to a four-credit-hours scheme, in which this extra credit hour was to

be
^sed to promote more active learning for the students.

At this time, Elon also

incorporated an experiential learning requirement for all students. This requirement was also
intended to create a more active,engaged learning experience. Beyond these changes, which
occurred before the inception of the NSSE survey, Elon has continued to make improvement
in these

areas by incorporating data obtained from their annual NSSE reports and by making

changes to curriculum to strengthen the educational components that draw from NSSE’s five
clusters of effective educational practices(Kuh,2005).

Another example of a university that is effectively utilizing its NSSE data to improve
students’ education experience that Kuh (2005) discussed is Southern Illinois University
Edwardsville. Southern Illinois University in Edwardsville has utilized the information
received from NSSE data to increase the effectiveness of faculty development programs and
to improve curriculum. In addition to the information obtained from the standard NSSE
survey. Southern Illinois University has also begun using an oversample of the NSSE survey
to gain a better understanding of the benefits experienced by freshmen students who
participated in either the freshmen experience course, an academic development course, or
the honors seminar. This oversample consists of surveying all students enrolled in any of
these courses and comparing their gains in certain educationally purposeful activities and
participation levels compared to students who did not enroll in any of the classes. The
oversample has indicated that those students who were enrolled in one of the three classes
designed to assimilate the freshmen to the college experience did participate in more
37

educationally purposeful activities than other students. This finding has led Southern Illinois
University to consider implementing a requirement for all incoming freshmen to take part in
a first-year seminar(Kuh,2005).

How can the University of Mississippi use its NSSE data?
The University of Mississippi can begin to use its data from the NSSE surveys to
enact change on the campus in a variety of areas. The University can begin by analyzing the
current NSSE reports that have been collected to determine where the University of
Mississippi stands in regards to changes in the data over the years, as well as how the
University of Mississippi compares to both its Carnegie and SUG peer groups in areas
addressed by the NSSE. From this analysis, the University of Mississippi can tailor an action
plan to address those areas of concern for the University, as well as to create a maintenance
plan for those areas where current levels of engagement are satisfactory.

The University of Mississippi can also use its findings from the NSSE survey to
answer the six “messy NSSE questions” which were identified by Kuh (2003).

1)
2)
3)
4)
5)
6)

Messy NSSE Questions
Are students putting forth enough academic effort?
Is the University willing to make the effort that educationally purposeful
practices demand?
Is the active and collaborative learning movement inadvertently undercutting
academic effort?
How much interaction with faculty members is enough?
Who is responsible for the quality of the educational experience of transfer
students?
Does experience with diversity matter to student engagement?
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These questions are called “messy” because they require institutions to be purposeful
about educational programs and institutional planning. By using these six difficult questions.
institutions can further open discussions of specific strengths and weaknesses in these areas
and improve the community’s understanding of engagement levels at the institution. This
open discussion at the University of Mississippi could help the University to better
understand the impact of programs and activities as perceived by the students.
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SECTION III:
Qualitative Analysis of the University of Mississippi’s NSSE Reports
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Methods
In order to select NSSE questions to analyze, I chose those questions where
University of Mississippi NSSE results have pointed to a sustained significant difference
for the University when compared to designated peer groups. In addition to those areas, I
also analyzed the results from NSSE reports (2006, 2007, 2008, and 2009) and chose
those areas where the effect size has changed in direction to indicate a different
conclusion about University of Mississippi students’ behaviors than in previous years.

Peers

The levels of significance were given for all NSSE questions comparing the
University of Mississippi to two separate peer groups. One peer group is the University’s
SUG peers and the other is the University’s Carnegie peers.

The University of

Mississippi requests that NSSE reports compare the University of Mississippi to those
institutions that are SUG schools and to those institutions that are in the University of
Mississippi’s Carnegie classification(M. Harrington, personal communication, March 15,
2010). As individual institutions decide on a yearly basis whether to administer NSSE to
students, the individual institutions that the University of Mississippi is compared to may
vary from year to year. However, the University of Mississippi’s NSSE reports show a
high level of consistency among the institutional peers from year to year. The level of
consistency among peers is at a sufficient level for comparisons between years to offer
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meaningful information about University of Mississippi students’ undergraduate
experience. In the four years of NSSE reports at the University of Mississippi, forty-two
institutions have appeared as Carnegie peers for at least two years, with six institutions
actually appearing as Carnegie peers for all four years of the University of Mississippi’s
NSSE reports. During these four years, the University of Mississippi has also had twelve
institutions appear as SUG peers for at least two years, with four institutions appearing as
SUG peers for all four years of the University of Mississippi’s NSSE reports.

Four-year snapshot
In this four year snapshot, data will be presented that displays areas where
University of Mississippi NSSE data reports indicate a positive trend in levels of student
engagement and a negative trend in levels of engagement. In order to determine whether
a trend was positive or negative, the reported effect size was analyzed to determine what
conclusion University of Mississippi data were pointing to. For example. Question 6 of
Section 1 reads: “Come to class without completing readings or assignments,” and in
order to determine if this was a positive or negative trend, the effect size for that question
was analyzed and it was found that the University of Mississippi’s effect size has always
been negative, which suggests that University of Mississippi students do this less than
students at peer institutions. In this case, doing the activity less than peers is desirable,
thus it is a positive educational trend. In sum, thirty items were identified which drew
from six content areas where the University of Mississippi’s reported effect size indicated
a positive educational trend compared to the University of Mississippi’s peer institutions.
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Positive Ffliifational Trends for the University of Mississippi
Content
Area-Item
1-a
1-f

Asked questions in class or contributed to class discussions—
Come to class without completing readings or assignments—

1-n
1-0

Participated in a community-based project as part of a regular
Discussed grades or assignments with an instructor
Talked about career plans with a faculty member or advisor

1-p

Discussed ideas from your readings or classes with faculty members outside of class

1-q

1-s

Received prompt written or oral feedback from faculty on your academic
performance
Worked harder than you thought you could to meet an instructor’s standards or
expectations
Worked with faculty members of work other than coursework

6-c

Participated in activities to enhance your spirituality

8-a

Relationships with other students

8-b

Relationships with faculty members

8-c

Relationships with administrative personnel and offices

9-d

Participating in co-curricular activities

10-c
10-d

Encouraging contact among students from different economic, social, and racial or
ethnic backgrounds
Helping you cope with your non-academic responsibilities

10-e

Providing the support you need to thrive socially

11-a

Acquiring a broad general education

11-b

Acquiring job or work-related knowledge and skills

11-c

Writing clearly and effectively

11-d

Speaking clearly and effectively

11-e

Thinking critically and analytically

11-h

Working effectively with others

11-i

Voting in local, state, or national elections

11-j
11-k

Learning effectively on your own

11-1

Understanding people of other racial and ethnic backgrounds

11-n

Developing a personal code of values and ethics

11-0

Contributing to the welfare of your community

ii-p

Developing a deepened sense of spirituality

1-r

course

Understanding yourself

The same method was then used to identify areas where the reported means
indicate a negative trend in levels of student engagement. Only five items were identified
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from the University of Mississippi’s NSSE reports that indicated a negative educational
trend. These five items came from only two of NSSE’s fourteen content areas.

Negative Educational Trends for the University of Mississippi
Content
Area-Item
7-a
7-c

7-d
7-h
9-a

Practicum, internship, field experience, co-op experience, or clinical
assignment
Participating in a learning community or some other formal program where
groups of students take two or more classes together
Work on a research project with a faculty member outside of a course or
program requirement
Culminating senior experience
Preparing for class (hours spent)

Out of the areas where the University has shown consistent significant difference.
some questions were selected that seemed to display important aspects of the University
of Mississippi and the perspectives of its student body.

One area of interest, given the University’s location in the “Bible Belt” is the
students’ responses to questions relating to religion and spirituality,

In questions

addressing this area of students’ engagement at the University of Mississippi, the results
are not surprising for a university in this region of the country. In both NSSE questions.
6-c and 11-p, which dealt with the religiosity of University of Mississippi students, the
reported means were at a .001 level of significant difference for all four years and across
all four peer groups. The effect size of the significant difference for these two questions
was also quite large for all years and across all peer groups. For question 6-c, “How
often, during the current school year, have you participated in activities to enhance your
spirituality”, the effect size never fell below .19 and capped at a high of .44. For question
11-p, “To what extent has your experience at this institution contributed to your
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developing a deepened sense of spirituality,” the University of Mississippi’s effect size
never fell below .21 and capped at a high of.44 as well.

Other areas of interest found in the four years of University of Mississippi NSSE
reports concern the different levels of significance found between the first year students
and their peers and the senior year students and their peers. One such area of interest
involves question 6-a, “How often, during the current school year have you attended an
art exhibit, gallery, play, dance, or other theatre performance.

The University of

Mississippi’s levels of significant difference for this area have consistently been .001
levels for first year students when compared to students at Carnegie and SUG peers.
However, University of Mississippi seniors have never reported a significant difference
from peers in this area. These seemingly contradictory levels of significant difference
begs the question of whether University of Mississippi peer institutions do something to
promote growth in this area for their students during college or is it that the University of
Mississippi does something to prohibit growth in this area for students from their first to
senior years.

Another question where a similar phenomenon is occurring is question 7-b,“Have
you done or plan to do community service or volunteer work.

The University of

Mississippi’s levels of significant difference in the first year students has consistently
been at the .001 levels for all four years, however, the senior year students’ levels of
significant difference have varied over the years and have consistently been lower than
the levels of significant difference found among first year students.

This variance again

begs the question of whether this difference in the levels of significance between the first
year students and the senior year students is created by something negative that occurs at
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the University of Mississippi or something positive that happens over time for students
attending peer institutions.

A final area of interest found within these four year levels of significant
difference, addresses areas where the University of Mississippi’s reported levels of
certain activities seems to contradict the perception that others have held of the
University of Mississippi and its students. The first of these areas is found in question 9e “About how many hours do you spend in a typical week relaxing and socializing.” In
the same years as University of Mississippi’s NSSE reports (2006, 2007, 2008, and
2009), the University of Mississippi consistently ranked on the Princeton Review’s List
of Top Party Schools, so the fact that the University of Mississippi has not consistently
reported levels of significant difference than its peer groups may seem to contradict the
“party school” reputation that the University has held in the popular imagination.
However, there are several possible explanations for these results.

Two possible

explanations could be 1) that University of Mississippi students taking the NSSE survey
are underestimating the amount of time they spend on social activity or 2) that the
University of Mississippi students participating in the Princeton Review survey have
been responding in ways to exaggerate the University’s party school reputation. Another
possibility is that the sample of University of Mississippi students completing the NSSE
survey excluded those students who tend to spend more time relaxing and socializing
because these students were either not selected to participate initially or they decided to
not complete the survey. A final possibility is that students at peer institutions have
somehow influenced the reported level of significant difference.
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Another question that raises similar questions as to the seeming contradiction
between the levels of significant difference from peers and the University’s perceived
image is question 11-1, “To what extent has your experience at this institution
contributed to your understanding of people of other racial and ethnic backgrounds.
According to the University of Mississippi’s NSSE reports, students have consistently
displayed reports of means that show high levels of significant difference from students
at peer institutions in this area. The direction of the effect size has also consistently
pointed to the conclusion that the University of Mississippi has done more to aid in
students’ understanding of people of other racial and ethnic backgrounds.

This

conclusion seems to contradict the image of racial tension and problems that some may
perceive exist at the University. Again many possible explanations exist for the existence
of this seeming contradiction. One explanation lies in the possibility that University of
Mississippi students may be overestimating the amount of development they have
experienced in this area in order to create a more positive image of the University.
Another possibility includes the fact that University of Mississippi students may not have
the same opinion as to what the development of understanding of different racial
backgrounds entails as those students of different universities or as people from various
parts of the country. A personal example of these different viewpoints on what people
consider to be correct racial relationships occurred in my sophomore year at the
university. That year, my Hall Director was from Michigan and she was very concerned
and very vocal about what she perceived to be the racial tensions that she had witnessed
on campus. This included the self-segregation that she witnessed in many common areas
of the campus and also the very different perceptions of “Black” Greek life when
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compared to “White” Greek life. While she saw problems with our university in these
areas, she always became frustrated when students treated these occurrences as the status
quo and did not seem to consider them to be a cause for concern. A second possible
explanation for these reported high levels of significant difference may also come from
the fact that many of our students may report high levels of development in this area
because this is the first time in their lives that they have had diverse experiences. Perhaps
students at peer institutions may have lived in more diverse areas and had more diverse
experiences in their earlier years which led to those students perceiving less development
in this area.

One-year snapshots
In the four years of the University’s NSSE data there were several areas where the
University of Mississippi’s levels of significant difference changed or the magnitude of
the effect size was different than in other years. Several of these areas have been selected
to provide possible explanations for the difference observed in the results.

One example of questions where this change in the levels of significant difference
in one year is present occurs in the questions 6-e, “How often, during the current school
year have you tried to better understand someone else’s views by imaging how an issue
looks from his or her perspectives”, and 6-f, “How often, during the current school year
have you learned something that changed the way you understand an issue or concept.”
Both of these questions showed a spike in the levels of significant difference in 2009
senior levels students when compared to reported means of Carnegie and SUG peers.
Several possible explanations exist for this unusual spike in the levels but one intriguing
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possibility is the possibility that the increase in these activities in the 2009 school year
could be related to the Presidential election. As the University of Mississippi hosted the
first Presidential debate, the University made a very strong effort to encourage students to
participate in activities relating to the election. These activities ranged from guest
speakers on campus, special debate-centered classes and Rock the Vote activities on the
day of the Debate. It is quite possible that many students participated in these activities,
which led to the discussion of many political issues, and that this participation manifested
itself in higher self reports of engagement in these activities than University of
Mississippi students had reported in the past.

Another area, relating to the Presidential elections and debate activities on the
campus is question 11-i, To what extent has your experience at this institution
contributed to your voting in local, state, or national elections, In this area. University
of Mississippi students have consistently shown a .001 level of significant difference
from students attending peer institutions. However, for the 2009 data, the effect size of
the University of Mississippi’s difference increased by .14 to .2, with an average of.1775
increase in effect size. A part of the reason for this increase in the effect size could be
attributed to the fact that it was a Presidential election year in general. Again, part of the
increase may have been caused by the University’s role in the debate-sponsored
curriculum and programming and levels of participation University of Mississippi
students had in those activities. It would be interesting to see if in the next Presidential
election year, the University of Mississippi’s data changed again and how results
compare with 2009 data. That comparison of the different years may yield a better idea
of how the Presidential Debate affected University of Mississippi students in this area.
49

Another question which may provide some interesting insights into the University
Mississippi and the effects events have on its student body is question 10-f,‘To what
extent does your institution emphasize attending campus events and activities.

In this

University of Mississippi students reported higher means, demonstrating a high
level of significant difference from students at peer institutions. One notable exception is
2008 report. In that year levels of significance fell and a decline occurred in the
effect size for the first time since the University began using NSSE.

A possible

explanation for the dip may be found in the fact that the 2007 football season was the

final year of Coach Orgeron. In this football season, the University of Mississippi went
winless in the South Eastern Conference(SEC).

A final area of interest is question 14, “If you start over again, would you go to the
same institution you are now attending.” In this area the University of Mississippi has
always been at a high level of significant difference from Carnegie peers and this
conclusion has pointed to the fact that we are doing better in this area than our Carnegie
peers. However, when compared to SUG peers the University of Mississippi’s reported
means have varied in the levels of significant difference.

At times University of

Mississippi students have reported in ways that pointed to the conclusion students are
pleased with their decision to attend the University of Mississippi, more so than SUG
peers. However, a noticeable jump occurred in the 2009 reports, with Carnegie peer
comparisons where the University of Mississippi’s level of significant difference
remained at the .001 level and the effect size of the significant difference increased by .25
for first year students and by .21 for senior level students. For the same year, the
University of Mississippi comparison to SUG peers showed significant difference.
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moving from a 0 level to a .001 level for both first-year students and seniors. Also in the
2009 reports, the effect size for these students increased by .23 for first year students and
.24 for senior level students. This is a substantial change from the previous year. Again
there are many possible reasons that this change could have occurred, signifying that
University of Mississippi students were more pleased with their decision to attend the
University of Mississippi. Some possible explanations for this change in perception may
include the arrival of Coach Nutt, the University of Mississippi’s Cotton Bowl victory,
the Presidential Debate, and debate-sponsored programming on campus.

Recommendations for future analysis
In addition to areas where the University of Mississippi’s NSSE reports displayed
consistent trends, there were also areas where changes in NSSE data were occurring.
When University of Mississippi personnel analyze future NSSE reports these areas
should be examined to identify patterns in the data and to discern trends.

Items for Future Analysis
Content
Area-Item

1-b

kK
1-i
1-v

2-b
2-c
7-c
10-a

Made a class presentation
Worked with others students on projects during class
Put together ideas or concepts from different courses when completing
assignments or during class discussions
Had serious conversations with students who are very different from you in
terms of their religious beliefs, political opinions, or personal values
Analyzing the basic elements of an idea, experience, or theory such as
examining a particular case or situation in depth and considering its components
Synthesizing and organizing ideas information or experiences into new, more
complex interpretations and relationships
Participate in a learning community or some other formal program where
groups of students take two or more classes together
Spending significant amounts of time studying and on academic work
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A final group of questions from the University of Mississippi that warrant
attention are those questions where the University has shown a change in reported means
or items where the University’s programming and activities may have implications for
NSSE results.

One such area that may be the cause for future concern is question 1-b, In your
experience at your institution during the current school year, about how often have you
made a class presentation. Over the years, the University of Mississippi has not reported
higher levels of significant difference than peers; however the 2009 reports showed the
first change in the direction of the effect size of first year students at the University of
Mississippi when compared to first year students at peer institutions. Until the 2009 data
the University had always shown positive effect size, however in the 2009 reports a
negative effect size was reported for the first time. While the 2009 effect size was too
small to create a significant difference -.03, this is still an area for potential concern and
the University should monitor progress in this area in upcoming reports,

When

enrollment increases and class sizes grow, the opportunity for students to make in-class
presentations may decrease.

Another question where a change in NSSE results indicate that future results
should be monitored is question 1-g, “In your experience at your institution during the
current school year, about how often have you worked with other students on projects
during class.

The University of Mississippi’s early reports, 2006 and 2007, on this

question indicated that first year students did this activity much less than students at peer
institutions, however more recent reports, both 2008 and 2009, have indicated
improvement in this area. Currently the University of Mississippi does not show a
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significant difference from first year peers in this area. However, the change in the effect
size for this item does point to the conclusion that the University of Mississippi has
changed levels of this activity in a positive direction. In the future, the University should
monitor this area to see if NSSE reports begin to show a significant difference from peers
in support of the fact that the University performs this activity more than peers.

An additional question in section 1 of the NSSE survey where the University of
Mississippi has begun to see growth is question 1-i, “In your experience at your
institution during the current school year, about how often have you put together ideas or
concepts from different courses when completing assignments or during class
discussions.

For the first time in the University of Mississippi’s 2009 NSSE report.

seniors reported at levels of significant difference from peers,

This could be an

interesting area to reexamine in the future to see if this change was a random occurrence
or the beginning of a positive trend for the University of Mississippi.

A final area in section 1 that has shown a recent change in question 1-v, In your
experience at your institution during the current school year, about how often have you
had serious conversations with students who are very different from you in terms of their
religious beliefs, political opinions, or personal values.” In past reports, the University of
Mississippi has varied with means showing that first year students were never
significantly different from peers. However, a significant level of difference is reported
for the University of Mississippi when compared with SUG and Carnegie peer groups in
the University’s 2009 NSSE report. This change could be a onetime occurrence, perhaps
related to interactions between students due to the Presidential election, however it may
be the beginning of a trend. In the future, this question needs revisiting to determine if
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the change in significant difference in 2009 was the beginning of a trend or a onetime
occurrence.

In addition to the changes seen in the questions from section 1 of the NSSE
reports, there are two questions from section 2 where the University of Mississippi has
had recent differences in reported levels of significant difference that should be analyzed
in the future to determine if those changes were random or the beginning of trends. The
first of these questions is question 2-b, “During the current school year, how much has
your coursework emphasized analyzing the basic elements of an idea, experience, or
theory, such as examining a particular case or situation in depth and considering its
components. In 2009, University of Mississippi seniors’ reported in ways that showed a
.01 level of significant difference from peers. This was the only significant level of
difference reported in NSSE reports for this question. Future analysis of the University
of Mississippi’s NSSE’s reports, should include an analysis of this question in order to
determine if these levels of significant difference continue or whether they represent a
onetime event.

The second question from section 2 that has changes that need to be considered in
future analysis of the University’s NSSE reports is question 2-c, “During the current
school year, how much has your coursework emphasized synthesizing and organizing
ideas, information, or experiences into new, more complex interpretations and
relationships.

In this area. University of Mississippi students have shown significant

levels of difference from peers. In future analysis of the University’s NSSE reports,
careful analysis should be done in this area to see if the levels of significant difference
have continued or even grown.
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A question where the University of Mississippi has had a recent effect size change
altered the conclusion that the University can draw is question 10-a,‘To what extent
does

your institution emphasize spending significant amounts of time studying and on

academic work. In this area, for 2009 University of Mississippi seniors reported higher
^oans than peers, with an effect size that suggested that the University of Mississippi
emphasizing this activity more than peers institutions. This area should be reviewed
the future to determine if this change continues and also to see if the University of
Mississippi’s first year students begin to show the similar difference in effect size.

A final area where future analysis should be focused is question 7-c, “Have you
done

or planned on participating in a learning community or some other formal program

where groups of students take two or more classes together.” This area has always shown
that University of Mississippi students do this activity at lower rates than peers. There
has been no change in the levels of significant difference to suggest that it has changed
over time. However, there have been changes in the campus that may cause this change
in NSSE results in the future. The changes on the University’s campus include the
addition of the residential colleges and fast track programs to promote academic success.
Currently there is one residential college in use, with another residential college to be
added in the 10-11 school year. With the addition of the large residential colleges.
University of Mississippi students should be expected to report higher levels of
participation in this activity in the future. Analysis of this question over time could be
used to determine program effectiveness, pointing to the conclusion that University of
Mississippi students are beginning to do this activity more than before.
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CONCLUSION AND SUMMARY REMARKS
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Summary of research

This project explored the University of Mississippi’s NSSE reports and
interpreted the findings to describe patterns in the data over time. The project began with
a review of scholarly literature regarding student engagement and NSSE. The project
ended with a qualitative analysis of the patterns of student engagement found in the
University of Mississippi’s 2006, 2007, 2008, and 2009 NSSE reports.

From the analysis of scholarly literature, it was determined that student
engagement is a combination of student’s participation in educationally purposeful
activities and the effort institutions expend in offering educationally purposeful programs
and activities. Student engagement is an important concept for institutions to measure as
it directly affects retention levels, promoting student satisfaction and degree completion.
High retention levels have become more important to institutions, as institutions have
begun to rely more heavily on tuition dollars for funding.

The review of scholarly literature also provided insights into the NSSE survey.
These insights included the piupose of NSSE and cited several studies that have been
conducted by institutions using NSSSE reports. A few of these studies include Kuh
(2003), Gonyea and Kuh (2006), and Hu, Kuh, and Li (2008). Finally, the review of
scholarly literature concerning NSSE also contained a portion addressing the strengths
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and weaknesses of the NSSE survey. The critics of NSSE claim that the survey contains
too many questions of dubious relevance, relies too heavily on human memory, and
attempts to measure the difficult to capture attitudes of individuals. NSSE director,
Alexander McCormick, addressed these criticisms of NSSE with the response that NSSE
has addressed the problems and was a valuable tool for making relevant comparisons
between students and institutions.

The analysis portion of the project explored the patterns of the data over time and
identified both positive and negative trends in the University of Mississippi’s reported
levels of student engagement. The analysis of the University of Mississippi’s NSSE
reports painted an overall positive portrait of the University of Mississippi, identifying
more areas of strengths than areas of weakness for the University when compared to both
Carnegie and SUG peer institutions. The University of Mississippi’s strongest content
areas were content area 1 “Academic and Intellectual Experiences” with nine out of
twenty-two individual items indicating a possible positive educational trend for the
University of Mississippi and content area 11 “Educational and Personal Growth” with
thirteen out of sixteen items indicating a possible positive educational trend for the
University of Mississippi. The University of Mississippi’s weakest content area was
content area 7

Enriching Educational Experiences” with four out of eight items

indicating a possible negative educational trend for the University of Mississippi.
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Implications for future research, policies, and practices

The limitations of this study, as well as the need for continuing to explore more
recent NSSE reports highlights the need for further study in the area of student
engagement at the University of Mississippi. There are three recommendations for the
University

of Mississippi after conducting the thesis research,

These three

recommendations address how the University of Mississippi should use and present
findings from the University’s NSSE reports and how the University will benefit from
following through with these recommendations.

The first recommendation for the University of Mississippi is to continue to
participate in NSSE. NSSE is a valuable activity, which provides institutions with a
unique snapshot of their areas of strengths and weaknesses in student engagement
activities. This unique picture of the institution helps to suggest areas for improvement
for the institution, as well as provide an additional means to measure the effectiveness of
programs and activities offered to students.

The second recommendation for the University of Mississippi is that the
University continue to publish the yearly NSSE reports on the Office of Institutional
Research and Assessment website. By continuing to publish the reports on the website
and making them available to the public the University stands to benefit in two areas.
One possible benefit of making NSSE reports available to the community involves
promotion of research that may be performed by using the data. A second area where the
University of Mississippi could benefit from publishing NSSE reports online is in
recruitment of incoming students. NSSE reports can provide potential students with a
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different perspective on the University and how the University of Mississippi compares
to peer institutions.

The final recommendation for the University of Mississippi is for the Office of
Institutional Research and Assessment to sponsor faculty, staff, and student workshops
on using NSSE data for programs and institutional improvement. By sponsoring this type
of event, the University can promote understanding of student engagement concepts at all
levels of the University. By creating understanding throughout the University, more
institutional change can begin, enhancing cooperation between different groups at the
University.

In addition to the recommendations for the University of Mississippi that address
future policy and practice, there are three recommendations for future studies requiring
the use of the University of Mississippi’s NSSE reports. The University and other
individuals who are wishing to study student engagement levels at the University of
Mississippi can look to these recommendations for possible guidance to underdeveloped
topics of study.
The first of these recommendations is that individual schools can sponsor analysis
of school level data overtime. The University of Mississippi’s NSSE reports included
school level means for seven schools within the University of Mississippi. The seven
schools included in the NSSE reports are Accountancy, Applied Sciences, Business,
Education, Engineering, Liberal Arts, and Pharmacy. Individual schools could use these
means for a similar analysis of reported means and effect sizes to discern patterns in
response and identify trends over time.
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The second recommendation for use of the University of Mississippi’s NSSE
reports for future studies is for individuals who are involved with developmg
improvement programs for the University, such as the Quality Enhancement Plan or the
building of new residence halls. NSSE reports can be used in the evaluation of the
effectiveness of the new plans and programs. In order to evaluate the effectiveness of the
programs with NSSE reports, those involved must begin by identifying the NSSE items
that correspond to the plans and programs. Those items must then be monitored for
changes in the patterns of the data that may be attributed to the newly implemented plans
and programs.

The final recommendation for future studies involving the use of the University
of Mississippi’s NSSE data is that the University begin to use information gained from
NSSE to facilitate discussions and training with student leaders at the University.
Examples of student leaders that could benefit from a broader understanding of student
engagement and related concepts include leaders such as Resident Assistants, Associated
Student Body members. University Ambassadors, and Orientation Leaders. By providing
these groups with a better understanding of the importance of student engagement, the
members of these groups may gain a better understanding of the purpose behind their
roles and requirements of their positions.

Conclusion

In conclusion, monitoring student engagement levels is an important activity for
colleges and universities. Using the University of Mississippi’s NSSE reports to promote
61

understanding of student engagement levels will allow the University to develop better
programs and activities that address the institution’s strengths and weaknesses.
Conducting future research in this area will allow the University to measure improvement
in the levels of student engagement and to update policies and based upon institutional
data and research. For these reasons, student engagement is a vital concept to explore at
the University of Mississippi and is an area that requires more study.
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